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Kew Gardens in London has
joined the likes of the Grand
Canyon, the Great Wall of China
and the Taj Mahal as a World
Heritage Site in acknowledge-
ment of the global cultural
importance of its botanic
collections and historical
buildings.
The Royal Botanic Gardens,
Kew, to give it its full name,
houses the world’s richest
collection of plant species. With
its Edinburgh counterpart and the
Natural History Museum in
London, these institutes carry out
the majority of UK research on
systematic biology, biodiversity
and plant taxonomy.
UNESCO made their
announcement of the award
following the joint nomination by
the UK government’s Department
for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs and the Department for
Culture, Media and Sport. The
Government minister Lord Whitty
said that the award ‘further
underlines Kew’s unrivalled
global reputation for its collection
of plants and its scientific work.
World Heritage Status will raise
even higher the profile of Kew’s
unique and important role.’
Peter Crane, director of Kew,
said: “At Kew ground-breaking
science and vital conservation
work is only made possible by a
wonderfully rich heritage. Not only
do the gardens provide
opportunities for public enjoyment
and enrichment, but behind-the-
scenes scientific work based on
unrivalled collections is important
to help maintain the environment
for future generations.” Being
awarded World Heritage Site
status is hugely exciting for us, he
believed, “but most importantly, it
embodies a commitment to
maintain an organization and
place that is truly special – and
world class.”
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Glass act: Kew Garden’s palm house is just one of the many famous and historic buildings in the 132 hectare garden and research
institution found in south-west London. (Photograph: Kew Gardens.)
One of the world’s greatest plant collections has won a top heritage
award at a time when it is highlighting with a tree-top walkway the need
to study the forest canopy which is one of the most crucial but least
understood habitats. Nigel Williams reports.
The accolade follows a period
of financial difficulties and other
uncertainties. For several years
budget increases for Kew had
failed to keep up with inflation,
leading to the loss and reduction
in many activities. In 2002, the
House of Lords science and
technology committee published
a report, What on Earth? The
Threat to the Science
Underpinning Conservation, which
called funding to be restored to
the level ten years before and a
change in status so that staff
could apply for funds from the
research councils as their
university colleagues can. Last
year Kew won a 20 per cent
increase in funding but, according
to Crane, that does not bring
levels back to where they were 10
years ago. He said the UK’s work
was further complicated by three
separate government
departments funding research.
As well as the research, Kew is
a major international visitor
attraction located in more than
130 hectares of landscaped
gardens. Last year more than one
million people visited the gardens,
including more than 120,000
children. Kew attaches
importance to education about
the environment and
sustainability, which is also part of
its biggest ever summer festival,
Go Wild, currently running at the
gardens. Part of the festival
includes a 100-metre walkway
that winds its way through the
treetops, allowing visitors a
glimpse of one of the least known
habitats in the world. The walkway
has also been used as a focus for
a conference last month aiming to
establish a Global Canopy
Programme – 20 tree-top
laboratories around the world to
study this habitat and its
occupants. The programme’s
director, Andrew Mitchell, says
that forest canopies are the
interface between 90 per cent of
the earth’s biomass and the
atmosphere across a quarter of
the globe.
“If we are to significantly reduce
biodiversity loss by 2010, in line
with commitments made at the
World Summit on Sustainable
Development, then we will need
innovative investigations like the
Global Canopy Programme,” says
Klaus Topfer, director of the
United Nations Development
Programme.
Magazine
R581
Walk tall: A 100-metre aerial walkway allows visitors to Kew Gardens to stroll among
the tree tops and learn something about this unique and little understood habitat which
is the focus of new conservation efforts. (Photograph: Kew Gardens.)
Ira Herskowitz, a leading figure in
genetics, died of pancreatic
cancer, on April 28, 2003 at the
age of 56. For those people in so
many fields who knew him, his
death has left an unfillable void,
for there is no one like him.
Ira and his identical twin
brother, Joel, were first
introduced to genetics in their
father’s Drosophila lab at Indiana
University, and then at Saint
Louis University. Ira went on to
college at Caltech, with no initial
interest in genetics, and Joel
went on to Princeton majoring in
music and then on to a career in
medicine.
At Caltech, Ira worked in Bob
Edgar’s lab, alongside Jonathan
King, and became deeply
impressed by the ability of
studies of bacteriophage to
reveal how genetic programs are
regulated. Having made that
decision, he then went to Ethan
Signer’s lab at MIT for his
graduate work, where he worked
out how expression of
bacteriophage lambda’s late
genes is restricted to late in the
life cycle of the virus. He
established one of the earliest
examples of positive control of
gene expression by showing that
the Q protein functions to turn on
the late genes needed to make
the heads and tails of lambda.
During that time, he also worked
with Costa Georgopoulos to
discover host mutants with very
specific defects in virus growth.
He was offered a faculty position
at the University of Oregon while
still a graduate student, but
decided to spend an additional
year at MIT before taking that
position. During this year he
worked with David Botstein,
discovering the modular design of
bacteriophage genomes by
making hybrid phage well before
Obituary: Ira Herskowitz
Jasper Rine pays tribute to a distinguished career spanning several
fields and a personality that was a legend among the many great
teachers at UCSF.
